Nonsurgical collection and nonsurgical transfer of preimplantation embryos in the domestic rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) and domestic ferret (Mustela putorius furo).
The objective of this study was to develop nonsurgical methods of embryo collection and transfer in domestic rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) and domestic ferrets (Mustela putorius furo) to serve as models for use in mammals in which surgical procedures are the usual means for applying embryo transfer technology. Specially designed transcervical catheters were used together with a fibre optic endoscope to visualize and then catheterize the rabbit and ferret cervices. Five consecutive transcervical uterine flushes in each of eight superovulated female rabbits 78-89 h after an ovulatory injection of LH resulted in the retrieval of 187 embryos, for an average of 23 embryos per rabbit. A total of 116 embryos were nonsurgically transferred to the uteri of ten recipients, and resulted in 23 young (20%). Eight rabbits (80%) produced young with an average litter size of 2.88 (range 1-7). Ten consecutive transcervical uterine flushes in each of 37 female ferrets 145-178 h after an ovulatory injection of hCG resulted in the retrieval of 324 embryos, an average of 8.76 embryos per ferret. A total of 251 embryos from 27 donors were nonsurgically transferred to the uteri of 31 recipients, and resulted in 65 young (26%). Twenty-eight of the recipients (90%) were initially pregnant, as indicated by postpartum necropsies, and twenty-two ferrets (71%) produced young. The average litter size was 2.95 (range 1-7). This is the first report of live births resulting from the nonsurgical collection of embryos from a donor followed by nonsurgical transfer of those same embryos to a synchronous recipient. The methods reported here can serve as models for use in other mammals in which direct visualization and manipulation of the cervix are not possible, and will be particularly useful in endangered species.